
The purpose of this study was to examine musical learning of professionals within the 

context of the preparation of a 3 three-week musical theatre rehearsal process. Research 

questions included: a) What meanings do the actors derive from the rehearsal process? b) How 

does the music director describe the musical learning process? c) What are my interpretations of 

learning throughout the rehearsal process?  

There is a rich body of scholarship on music teaching and learning in elementary music 

(Hughes, 1992, Miller, 2002, Yarbrough, & Hendel 1993) secondary instrumental music 

ensembles (Groeling, 2009, MacLeod, 2010) secondary chorus ensembles (Broomhead, 2006), 

and adult music ensembles (Bowles, 1991, Evans, McPherson, & Davidson, 2012, Pitts, 2009). 

However, few researchers have focused on learning within the musical theatre setting (Bracken, 

2015). The purpose of this study was to examine the learning of professional musical theatre 

performers in an effort to begin to understand the music learning processes in this context.  

The conceptual framework used for the study is Knowles’ (2015) andragogy in practice 

model. The model uses the six assumptions of adult learning, which form the center of the 

framework. The outer parameter of the model considers the individual and situational differences 

and the goals and purposes for the learning. To gain insight on the adult learning in musical 

theatre, the current study used a case study design and collected data in the form of interviews 

and researcher observations. All of the actors and the music director were interviewed for the 

study. The interview protocol took the form of semi-structured interviews. The parameters for 

the study were bound by time, theatre company, and location. The time frame for data collection 

was a seven day period in August 2018. The theatre company selected for this study was Aria 

Entertainment in London, England. The researcher chose to investigate the learning in London to 

provide a more in depth study of musical theatre as a field. The researcher is an insider to the 



musical theatre scene in Chicago as a performer and vocal coach, by expanding the boundaries 

and looking at a context that is still within musical theatre but culturally different allows for 

deeper insights into how people learn this art form. Due to the rehearsal schedule of the company 

a significant amount of data was able to be collected in a short period of time  

The findings for this research study are still in the early stages. The preliminary findings 

of the study revealed the significance of past experience on the actor’s current music abilities. If 

an actor did not learn to read music as child they did not acquire the skill later in life. They also 

did not feel this skill was necessary to be a professional in musical theatre, even if the rehearsal 

process appeared to be more stressful. The music director who never had formal music training 

himself, also felt the ability to read music was not a necessity. He found people brought a variety 

of musical abilities and strengths that influence the final musical product.  

While not all students have aspirations of becoming a musical theatre performer, 

educators of all fields teach to the highest level to prepare students for any path they may choose 

to take in the future. The proposed study was designed to examine the highest level of 

performance so music educators can scaffold the learning, skills, and experiences needed to 

prepare students for this performance setting. The scaffolding of these three components can be 

applied to secondary education as well as community based ensembles. It is the goal of this study 

to contribute not only the music literature surrounding music learning within schools but also 

lifelong learning within music education.    

 

 


